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The  Armed  Forces  have  come 
a  long  way  in  understand¬ 
ing  centers  of  gravity  and 
critical  vulnerabilities.  The 
former  are  equated  to  strength;  the  lat¬ 
ter  to  weakness.  As  stated  in  The  Joint 
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Staff  Officer's  Guide,  multiple  centers  of 
gravity  may  exist  on  a  given  level  of 
warfare  and  change  during  a  campaign, 
sometimes  unexpectedly  when  an 
enemy  shifts  "the  weight  of  its  attack, 
thus  uncovering  or  relying  on  a  previ¬ 
ously  unforeseen  center  of  gravity." 

Nevertheless,  ambiguities  abound. 
That  same  publication  contains  the  fol¬ 
lowing  statement:  "Centers  of  gravity 
are  the  characteristics,  capabilities,  or 
locations  from  which  a  military  force 
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derives  its  freedom  of  action,  physical 
strength,  or  will  to  fight.  On  the  strate¬ 
gic  level,  centers  of  gravity  might  in¬ 
clude  a  military  force,  an  alliance,  a  set 
of  critical  capabilities  or  functions,  or 
national  strategy  itself."  According  to 
this  definition  a  military  force  cannot 
be  a  center  of  gravity,  yet  it  is  cited  as 
an  example.  It  also  presents  a  choice 
among  characteristic,  capability,  or  lo¬ 
cation,  when  in  reality  all  three  exist  si¬ 
multaneously  in  mutual  dependency.  A 
force  operating  in  a  given  location  is 
ineffective  without  essential  character¬ 
istics  and  capabilities.  Moreover,  the 
use  of  terms  such  as  foundation  of  capa¬ 
bility,  hub  of  all  power  and  movement, 
and  dominant  characteristics  is  ambigu¬ 
ous  enough.  And  worse,  they  are  in¬ 
variably  accompanied  by  an  expansive 
list  of  examples  that  include  alliances, 
communities  of  interest,  public  opin¬ 
ion,  and  "national  strategy  itself." 

A  Collision  of  Centers 

To  understand  centers  of  gravity, 
one  must  be  grounded  in  the  original 
context  of  On  War.  Book  one  defines 
warfare  as  "an  act  of  force  to  compel 


our  enemy  to  do  our  will,"  which  en¬ 
tails  a  "collision  of  two  living  forces."1 
Much  of  the  work  is  focused  on  war  as 
a  clash  between  armed  forces  and  the 
use  of  physical  force  to  "throw  an  op¬ 
ponent"  to  break  his  will  to  resist. 
Chapter  27  in  book  six  develops  "the 
nature  and  effect  of  a  center  of  grav¬ 
ity"  in  the  context  of  "several  theaters 
of  operation"  in  which  "division  of 
forces  then  becomes  inevitable.  ...  A 
center  of  gravity  is  always  found  where 
the  mass  is  concentrated  most  densely. 
It  presents  the  most  effective  target  for 
a  blow;  furthermore,  the  heaviest  blow 
is  that  struck  by  the  center  of  gravity." 
Clausewitz  drove  to  the  heart  of  the 
matter  in  chapter  28:  "A  major  battle 
in  a  theater  of  operations  is  a  collision 
between  two  centers  of  gravity;  the 
more  forces  that  can  be  concentrated 
in  a  center  of  gravity,  the  more  certain 
and  massive  the  effect.  Consequently, 
any  partial  use  of  force  not  directed  to¬ 
ward  an  objective  that  either  cannot 
be  attained  by  the  victory  itself  or  that 
does  not  bring  about  the  victory 
should  be  condemned." 


Misunderstanding  Book  Eight 

In  book  six  (Defense),  Clausewitz 
offers  a  clear  discussion  of  opposing 
armies  as  centers  of  gravity.  But  in  book 
eight  (War  Plans),  he  applies  the  term 
to  the  broader  realm  of  national  and 
coalition  (or  grand)  strategy,  as  op¬ 
posed  to  the  operational  and  tactical 
levels.  On  the  strategic  level,  the  army 
may  be  just  one  among  several  centers 
of  gravity:  "In  countries  subject  to  do¬ 
mestic  strife,  the  center  of  gravity  is 
generally  the  capital.  In  small  countries 
that  rely  on  large  ones,  it  is  usually  the 
army  of  their  protector.  Among  al¬ 
liances,  it  lies  in  the  community  of  in¬ 
terest,  and  in  popular  uprisings  it  is  the 
personalities  of  the  leaders  and  public 
opinion."  Moreover,  chapter  4  ("Closer 
Definition  of  the  Military  Objective: 
The  Defeat  of  the  Enemy")  of  book 
eight  contains  perhaps  the  most 
quoted  passage  regarding  centers  of 
gravity:  "One  must  keep  the  dominant 
characteristics  of  both  belligerents  in 
mind.  Out  of  these  characteristics  a  cer¬ 
tain  center  of  gravity  develops,  the  hub 
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of  all  power  and  movement,  on  which 
everything  depends.  That  is  the  point 
against  which  all  our  energies  should 
be  directed." 

The  discussion  of  centers  of  grav¬ 
ity  in  book  eight  is  much  less  precise 
and  is  the  source  of  misunderstanding 


for  two  reasons.  First,  the  Howard  and 
Paret  translation  of  On  War ,  the  most 
commonly  used  English  edition,  may 
have  confused  some  aspects  of  the  orig¬ 
inal  text.  Moreover,  some  interpreta¬ 
tions  have  taken  the  original  out  of 
context.  Notwithstanding  possible  mis¬ 
translations,  Howard  and  Paret  are  usu¬ 
ally  clear  and  consistent — provided  the 
text  is  interpreted  within  the  context  of 
the  relevant  passages  elsewhere. 

Even  in  Howard  and  Paret,  book 
eight  supports  the  notion  of  armies  or 
their  components  functioning  as  phys¬ 
ical  centers  of  gravity  on  the  strategic 
level.  For  example:  "For  Alexander, 
Gustavus  Adolphus,  Charles  XII,  and 
Frederick  the  Great,  the  center  of  grav¬ 
ity  was  their  army.  If  the  army  had 
been  destroyed,  they  would  all  have 
gone  down  in  history  as  failures." 

Secondly,  commonly  overlooked 
or  ignored  is  the  very  large  paragraph 
in  On  War  that  precedes  the  "domi¬ 
nant  characteristics"  and  "the  hub  of 
all  power  and  movement"  passages 
quoted  earlier.  There  Clausewitz  ex¬ 
plained  the  relationship  between  a 
capital  city  and  a  defending  army  in 
several  different  scenarios. 

If  Paris  had  been  taken  in  1 792  the  war 
against  the  Revolution  would  almost  cer¬ 
tainly  for  the  time  being  have  been 
brought  to  an  end. ...  In  1814,  on  the 
other  hand,  even  the  capture  of  Paris 
would  not  have  ended  matters  if  Bona¬ 
parte  had  still  had  a  sizeable  army  behind 
him. . .  .Again,  if  in  1812  Bonaparte  had 
managed,  before  or  after  taking  Moscow, 
to  smash  the  Russian  army . . .  the  fact 
that  he  held  the  capital  would  probably 
have  meant  that  he  could  make  peace  in 


spite  of  the  enormous  area  still  unoccu¬ 
pied.  In  1805  Austerlitz  was  decisive.  The 
possession  of  Vienna  and  two-thirds  of  the 
Austrian  territory  had  not  sufficed  to  bring 
about  a  peace.  On  the  other  hand,  after 
Austerlitz  the  fact  that  Hungary  was  still 
intact  did  nothing  to  prevent  peace  being 
made.  The  final  blow  required 
was  to  defeat  the  Russian 
army.  .  .  .  Had  the  Russian 
army  been  with  the  Austrians 
on  the  Danube  in  1805  and 
shared  in  their  defeat  [refer¬ 
ring  to  Ulm],  it  would  hardly  have  been 
necessary  to  take  Vienna;  peace  could 
have  been  imposed  at  Linz.2 

Third,  "the  hub  of  all  power  and 
movement"  must  be  understood  in  the 
broader  context  of  the  remarks  found 
in  chapter  27  of  book  six.  The  follow¬ 
ing  passage  appears  immediately  after 
the  sentence  "A  center  of  gravity  is  al¬ 
ways  found  where  the  mass  is  concen¬ 
trated  most  densely." 

The  fighting  forces  of  each  belligerent — 
whether  a  single  state  or  an  alliance  of 
states — have  a  certain  unity  and  therefore 
some  cohesion.  Where  there  is  cohesion, 
the  analogy  of  the  center  of  gravity  can  be 
applied.  Thus  these  forces  will  possess  cer¬ 
tain  centers  of  gravity,  which,  by  their 
movement  and  direction,  govern  the  rest; 
and  those  centers  of  gravity  will  be  found 
wherever  the  forces  are  most  concentrated. 

Here  the  phrase  "hub  of  all  power 
and  movement"  refers  unequivocally 
to  the  main  bodies  of  the  opposing 
forces.  This  point  is  supported  by  a  pas¬ 
sage  on  the  same  page:  "It  is  therefore  a 
major  act  of  strategic  judgment  to  dis¬ 
tinguish  these  centers  of  gravity  in  the 
enemy's  forces  [that  is,  concentrations  in 
their  total  force]  and  to  identify  their 
spheres  of  effectiveness  [and  influence] . 
One  will  constantly  be  called  upon  to 
estimate  the  effect  that  an  advance  or  a 
retreat  by  part  of  the  forces  on  either 
side  will  have  upon  the  rest." 

The  phrase  "where  there  is  cohe¬ 
sion"  causes  confusion.  One  commen¬ 
tator  contends  that  where  should  be 
read  as  if.  But  based  on  the  previous 
sentence  it  can  be  inferred  that  Clause¬ 
witz  meant  that  although  the  degree  of 
unity  and  cohesion  is  small,  the  con¬ 
cept  still  applies.  Nor  should  concept 


the  discussion  of  centers  of  gravity 
is  much  less  precise  and  is  the  source 
of  misunderstanding 


be  based  only  on  cohesion,  that  is,  in¬ 
terdependence  or  connectivity  ( Zusam - 
menhang).3  Consider  the  next  to  the 
last  sentence  in  chapter  27:  "Our  posi¬ 
tion,  then,  is  that  a  theater  of  war,  be  it 
large  or  small,  and  the  forces  stationed 
there,  no  matter  what  their  size,  repre¬ 
sent  the  sort  of  unity  in  which  a  single 
center  of  gravity  can  be  identified.  That 
is  the  place  where  the  decision  should 
be  reached."  Finally,  it  is  difficult  to 
conceive  of  a  mass  of  an  armed  force 
acting  as  a  physical  center  of  gravity 
that  does  not  also  function  as  a  "hub  of 
all  movement  and  power"  and  as  a  glue 
that  holds  everything  together. 

Fourth,  even  the  term  dominant 
characteristics  has  often  been  applied 
devoid  of  the  context.  The  next  sen¬ 
tence  in  the  Howard  and  Paret  version 
reads:  "Out  of  these  [dominant]  char¬ 
acteristics  a  certain  center  of  gravity 
develops,  the  hub  of  all  power  and 
movement."  Note  the  use  of  the  terms 
out  of  and  develops;  the  sentence  does 
not  read  "One  of  these  characteristics 
will  emerge  as  a  center  of  gravity." 
Moreover,  Clausewitz  elaborates  on 
one  such  characteristic — cohesion. 

There  is  a  decided  difference  between  the 
cohesion  of  a  single  army,  led  into  battle 
under  the  personal  command  of  a  single 
general,  and  that  of  an  allied  force  extend¬ 
ing  over  250  or  500  miles,  or  even  operat¬ 
ing  against  different  fronts.  In  the  one,  co¬ 
hesion  is  at  its  strongest  and  unity 
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be  seen  in  the  proper  light  as  the  cen¬ 
ter  of  power  or  mass  of  a  force,  not  a 
secondary  element  or  characteristic 
from  which  power  emanates  or 
around  which  it  revolves.  Moreover, 
this  interpretation  is  reinforced  by  the 
first  reason  for  misinterpreting  the 
concept  of  center  of  gravity. 

Alternative  Translations 

The  description  of  center  of  grav¬ 
ity  as  "the  hub  of  all  power  and  move¬ 
ment"  has  appeared  several  times  in 
this  analysis.  Actually,  these  words  be¬ 
long  to  Howard  and  Paret,  not  Clause- 
witz.  He  meant  something  rather  dif¬ 
ferent  in  the  phrase  ein  Zentrum  der 
Kraft  und  Bewegung,  which  is  translated 
as  "a  center  of  power  and  movement." 
The  actual  difference  is  small  but  sig¬ 
nificant.  The  analogy  of  a  center  of 
gravity  as  a  hub  of  a  wheel  came  from 
the  translation,  and  the  current  con¬ 
cept  has  been  shaped  by  its  words. 

While  one  should  not  adhere 
dogmatically  to  180-year-old  defini¬ 
tions,  the  original  concept  of  center  of 


[another  characteristic]  at  its  closest  In 
the  other ,  unity  is  remote ,  frequently 
found  only  in  mutual  political  interests 
[another  characteristic],  and  even  then 
rather  precarious  and  imperfect;  cohesion 
between  the  parts  will  usually  be  very 
loose ,  and  often  completely  fictitious .4 

In  this  context,  cohesion,  unity, 
and  political  interests  are  clearly  not 
viewed  as  candidate  centers  of  gravity. 


They  are  variables  that 
determine  which  armies 
or  their  components 
function  as  centers. 
Moreover,  Clausewitz 
described  these  three 
3-  characteristics  in  stark 
I  terms:  unity  of  effort  is 
|  remote  because  precari- 
|  ous  and  imperfect  coali- 
0  tion  political  interests 
I  cause  weak  or  fictitious 
§  cohesion — so  much  so 
that,  like  Napoleon, 
more  often  than  not 
they  would  be  weaknesses  akin  to  the 
concept  of  critical  vulnerabilities  today, 
not  powerful  centers  of  gravity. 

Fifth,  at  the  end  of  the  chapter, 
Clausewitz  indicates  that  "  [book  eight] 
will  describe  how  this  idea  of  a  center 
of  gravity  in  the  enemy's  force  oper¬ 
ates  throughout  the  plan  of  war."  Note 
that  it  is  not  contributing  to  the 
strength  of  an  enemy  nor  associated  in¬ 
directly  with  an  enemy.  Even  in  the 
Howard  and  Paret  translation,  the 
"hub  of  all  power  and  movement"  can 
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gravity  was  simpler  than  those  found 
today  in  references  such  as  the  NATO 
Glossary  of  Terms  and  Definitions : 
"Those  characteristics,  capabilities,  or 
localities  from  which  a  nation,  an  al¬ 
liance,  a  military  force,  or  other  group¬ 
ing  derives  its  freedom  of  action, 


meant  center  of  gravity  as  the 
main  strength  of  an  enemy 

physical  strength  or  will  to  fight."  Stu¬ 
dents  of  history  may  consider  panzer 
groups  and  the  Army  of  Northern  Vir¬ 
ginia  or  Winston  Churchill  and  Abra¬ 
ham  Lincoln  as  centers.  It  takes  con¬ 
siderable  imagination  to  regard  any  of 
those  military  formations  or  leaders  as 
"characteristics,  capabilities,  or  locali¬ 
ties,"  while  they  are  undoubtedly  cen¬ 
ters  of  gravity. 

This  confusing  definition  is  the 
root  of  disagreement  on  centers  of 
gravity.  It  is  so  open  to  interpretation 
that  analysts  can  view  the  same  situa¬ 
tion  in  a  variety  of  ways.  Hours  are 
wasted  in  fruitless  argument  that  could 
be  better  spent  on  planning. 


The  concept  is  much  simpler. 
There  is  no  doubt  that  Clausewitz 
meant  center  of  gravity  as  the  main 
strength  of  an  enemy.  The  mechanics 
analogy  as  rendered  by  Howard  and 
Paret  states:  "A  center  of  gravity  is  al¬ 
ways  found  where  the  mass  is  concen¬ 
trated  most  densely.  It  presents 
the  most  effective  target  for  a 
blow;  furthermore,  the  heaviest 
blow  is  struck  by  the  center  of 
gravity."  According  to  a  transla¬ 
tion  by  J.J.  Graham  published  in 
1874:  "As  a  centre  of  gravity  is  always 
situated  where  the  greatest  mass  of 
matter  is  collected,  and  as  a  shock 
against  the  centre  of  gravity  of  a  body 
always  produces  the  greatest  effect, 
and  further,  as  the  most  effective  blow 
is  struck  with  the  centre  of  gravity  of 
the  power  used,  so  it  is  also  in  war."5 

The  Graham  translation  is  more 
literal,  conveying  a  slightly  different 
and  clearer  meaning.  Note  that  Clause¬ 
witz  was  talking  about  the  center  of 
gravity  having  an  effect  on  an  enemy, 
and  the  blow  it  strikes  is  the  most  ef¬ 
fective — not  necessarily  the  heaviest. 
But  both  translations  leave  no  doubt 
that  reference  is  made  to  something 
physical  that  can  strike  blows.  There  is 


there  is  no  doubt  that  Clausewitz 


no  indication  of  alliance  cohesion, 
lines  of  communication,  or  seaports. 

According  to  one  analyst,  the 
original  German  text  is  more  specific 
than  Howard  and  Paret  or  Graham  in 
"that  a  center  of  gravity  is  a  center  of 
strength."  The  term  Schwerpunkt  (cen¬ 
ter  of  gravity)  appears  5 1  times  in  sup¬ 
port  of  this  reading.  Moreover,  Macht 
[power]  appears  eight  times  in  con¬ 
junction  with  Schwerpunkt.  Chapter  9 
of  book  eight  in  the  Howard  and  Paret 
version  "leaves  out  Macht  quite  a  bit, 
and  so  leaves  the  door  open  for  misin¬ 
terpretation."6 

The  Adversarial  Element 

According  to  the  Howard  and 
Paret  edition,  "One  must  keep  the 
dominant  characteristics  of  both  bel¬ 
ligerents  in  mind.  Out  of  these  charac¬ 
teristics  a  certain  center  of  gravity  de¬ 
velops."  But  there  is  another  meaning 
in  the  original  text:  Es  kommt  darauf 
an,  die  vorherrschenden  Verhaltnisse  hei- 
der  Staaten  im  Auge  zu  haben.  Aus  ihnen 
wird  sich  ein  gewisser  Schwerpunkt . .  . 
bilden.1  Graham  rendered  this  passage 
as  "the  great  point  is  to  keep  the  over¬ 
ruling  relations  of  both  parties  in  view. 
Out  of  them  a  center  of  gravity . . .  will 
form  itself." 

That  translation  includes  an  es¬ 
sential  ingredient  that  is  missing  in 
Howard  and  Paret:  what  is  important  is 
the  adversarial  nature  of  centers  of 
gravity.  Clausewitz  described  centers 
emerging  from  the  "overruling  rela¬ 
tions  ( Verhaltnisse )  of  both  parties"; 
that  is,  a  center  of  gravity  is  relevant 
only  in  relation  to  an  enemy.  It  is  not 
an  isolated  concept.  In  the  Civil  War, 
the  Army  of  Northern  Virginia  was  a 
center  of  gravity  because  of  the  threat 
it  posed  to  Washington  and  its  ability 
to  block  the  march  of  the  Army  of  the 
Potomac  on  the  Confederate  capital  of 
Richmond. 

The  Republican  Guard  consti¬ 
tuted  a  center  of  gravity  in  1991  not 
only  because  it  was  well  trained  and 
equipped,  but  because  it  was  a  threat 
to  VII  Corps.  It  was  again  identified  as 
a  center  in  2003  because  it  was  vital  to 
the  defense  of  Baghdad.  However, 
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with  the  gift  of  hindsight,  the  Feday¬ 
een  were  briefly  more  worrisome  be¬ 
cause  of  their  grip  on  cities  along  sup¬ 
ply  lines  from  Kuwait.  While  the 
Kurdish  peshmerga  may  have  relished 
fighting  the  Fedayeen,  the  Republican 
Guard  with  its  superior  firepower,  mo¬ 
bility,  and  protection  were  a  more  po¬ 
tent  center  of  gravity.  Thus  centers  of 
gravity  are  formed  out  of  the  relation¬ 
ships  between  two  forces.  Although 
the  Iraqi  operational  center  of  gravity 
may  have  been  the  Republican  Guard 
against  the  Kurds,  it  was  more  likely 
the  asymmetric  Fedayeen  forces  against 
the  Coalition. 

Clausewitz  maintained  that  once 
an  enemy  decides  to  engage  in  a  con¬ 
test  of  physical  and  moral  strength, 
centers  of  gravity  are  "active  agents" 


until  it  ends.  Physical  centers  function 
as  active  agents  that  endeavor  to  de¬ 
stroy  enemy  capabilities  and  the  will 
to  resist,  and  moral  centers  function  as 
active  agents  to  influence  or  control 
physical  centers. 

Nevertheless,  the  adversarial  ele¬ 
ment  in  the  concept  of  centers  of  grav¬ 
ity  is  largely  missing  in  Howard  and 


Paret.  Instead  the  term  dominant  char¬ 
acteristics  was  introduced.  This  is  the 
origin  of  the  NATO  definition — a  mis¬ 
translation  of  the  original.  It  implies 
that  center  of  gravity  could  exist  in  its 
own  right  and  is  a  function  of  "nation, 
alliance,  military  force,  or  other  group¬ 
ing"  taken  in  isolation.  This  assump¬ 
tion  is  obviously  wrong.  Nothing  in 
war  is  vital  except  in  the  context  of  the 
balance  between  combatants.  And 
using  the  English  term  characteristic 
permits  inclusion  of  virtually  anything 
as  a  center  of  gravity:  logistics,  road 
networks,  unit  cohesion,  or  radar  sys¬ 
tems.  This  confuses  planners.  The  offi¬ 
cial  definition  is  a  long  way  from  a 
strength  that  strikes  "the  most  effec¬ 
tive  blow,"  although  many  examples 
quoted  in  doctrine  are  precisely  those 
Clausewitz  would  recognize,  contrary 
to  the  formal  definition. 

Clausewitz  would  recognize  the 
evolving  concept  of  effects-based  oper¬ 
ations.  A  center  of  gravity  exists  be¬ 
cause  of  its  effect  on  an  enemy  or  situa¬ 
tion  (for  instance,  striking  a  heavy 
blow),  not  because  of  its  inherent  ca¬ 
pabilities.  A  center  needs  certain  capa¬ 
bilities  as  well  as  characteristics  and  lo¬ 
cations  to  achieve  the  effect,  but  that 
effect  is  the  starting 
point,  not  the  capability. 

Moral  Centers  of 
Gravity 

It  is  possible  to  de¬ 
feat  an  enemy,  destroy 
its  industry,  and  occupy 
its  land.  But  if  the  spirit 
of  resistance  burns  in 
the  hearts  of  its  people, 
one  cannot  claim  vic¬ 
tory.  It  might  be  possible 
to  subjugate  an  enemy 
in  the  short  term,  but 
who  can  doubt  that 
trouble  will  arise  in  the 
long  run?  It  is  difficult 
to  envisage,  for  instance,  that  the  Is¬ 
raeli  Defense  Force  can  achieve  lasting 
peace  in  the  Occupied  Territories  while 
the  Palestinians  believe  they  are  being 
wronged.  That  is  a  powerful  example 
of  a  strong-willed  people  who  lack 
conventional  military  power  but  are 
determined  to  fight  indefinitely  for 
their  cause. 
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Clausewitz  understood  the  phe¬ 
nomenon  of  popular  will.  According 
to  Howard  and  Paret,  "The  moral  ele¬ 
ments  are  the  most  important  in  war. 
They  constitute  the  spirit  that  perme¬ 
ates  war  as  a  whole,  and  at  an  early 
stage  they  establish  a  close  affinity 
with  the  will  that  moves  and  leads  the 
whole  mass  of  force.  . .  .  History  pro¬ 
vides  the  strongest  proof  of  the  impor¬ 
tance  of  moral  factors  and  their  often 
incredible  effect."  Throughout  history, 
many  would-be  conquerors  have 
failed  to  succeed  largely  because  they 
did  not  fully  appreciate  moral  centers 
of  gravity. 

In  chapter  4  of  book  eight, 
Clausewitz  cites  specific  moral  centers: 
"In  countries  subject  to  domestic  strife, 
the  center  of  gravity  is  generally  the 
capital. . .  .  Among  alliances,  it  lies  in 


the  community  of  interest,  and  in  pop¬ 
ular  uprisings  it  is  the  personalities  of 
the  leaders  and  public  opinion."  But 
does  he  mean  "the  center  of  gravity  is 
generally  the  capital"  or  what  is  in  the 
capital?  He  concludes  that  capturing 
the  capital  would  be  "important  for 
the  defeat  of  the  enemy ...  if  it  is  not 
only  the  center  of  administration  but 
also  that  of  social,  professional,  and 
political  activity."  Who  is  governing 


and  conducting  political  and  eco¬ 
nomic  activities?  Moreover,  the  Gra¬ 
ham  edition  reads,  "this  centre  gener¬ 
ally  lies  in  the  capital."  Lies  in  is  quite 
different  than  is  the.  Is  it  actually  "the 
community  of  interest?"  Both  the  Gra¬ 
ham  and  the  Howard  and  Paret  trans¬ 
lations  render  "lies"  in  the  community 
of  interest.  But  who  determines  that 
interest  over  the  duration  of  a  conflict? 
On  popular  uprisings,  the  Graham 
translation  states  that  center  of  gravity 
resides  "in  the  person  of  the  chief 
leader,  and  in  public  opinion."  What  if 
the  public  is  apathetic?  Is  it  still  a  cen¬ 
ter  of  gravity?  A  strong-willed  popula¬ 
tion  is  a  source  of  moral  strength  and, 
conversely,  a  weak-willed  one  is  a  criti¬ 
cal  vulnerability. 

To  reach  a  lasting  settlement — 
self-sustaining  peace — one  must  under¬ 
mine  enemy  strategic,  and  espe¬ 
cially  moral,  centers  of  gravity. 
There  must  be  clear  linkage  be¬ 
tween  campaign  objectives  on 
the  operational  level  and  under¬ 
mining  moral  centers  of  gravity 
(or  resistance)  on  the  strategic.  That 
takes  more  than  the  military  instru¬ 
ment;  the  total  strategy  should  em¬ 
brace  every  instrument  of  national 
power — military  and  nonmilitary.  If 
operations  stand  alone,  it  is  unlikely 
that  defeating  an  operational  center  of 
gravity  will  undermine  strategic  moral 
centers  of  gravity. 

The  outcome  of  the  Persian  Gulf 
War  was  a  resounding  victory  that 
achieved  the  limited  objective  of  the 
Coalition,  liberating  Kuwait,  by  defeat¬ 
ing  the  Iraqi  operational  center  of 


it  is  unlikely  that  defeating  an 
operational  center  of  gravity  will 
undermine  strategic  moral  centers 


gravity,  the  Republican  Guard.  But  Sad¬ 
dam  Hussein,  a  strategic  moral  center, 
remained  undefeated.  In  Operation 
Iraqi  Freedom,  Saddam  was  effectively 
neutralized  early  in  the  war,  and  the 
information  operation  undermined 
popular  will  (another  potential  strate¬ 
gic  center)  to  fight  on  his  behalf.  Thus 
the  moral  centers  of  gravity  were  neu¬ 
tralized  simultaneously  with  defeating 
operational  centers  of  gravity,  the  Re¬ 
publican  Guard  and  the  Fedayeen.  The 
Coalition  achieved  operational  objec¬ 
tives,  seizing  Baghdad  and  toppling 
the  regime.  However,  neutralizing  a 
strategic  center  of  gravity  is  not  the 
same  as  defeating  it,  which  is  necessary 
for  the  wider  strategic  objective  of  last¬ 
ing  peace.  The  evolving  nature  of  the 
conflict  in  Iraq  demonstrates  that  con¬ 
tinuing  effort  is  required  to  win  over 
the  will  of  the  Iraqi  people  to  accept 
Coalition  strategic  postwar  objectives. 

How  does  one  identify  moral  cen¬ 
ters  of  gravity?  The  process  begins  and 
ends  with  people,  for  only  they  can  cre¬ 
ate  and  sustain  moral  resistance.  People 
fall  into  the  following  categories. 

Leaders  have  the  will  to  develop, 
execute,  and  sustain  a  policy  of  opposi¬ 
tion  to  an  enemy  as  well  as  the  ability 
to  exert  that  will  through  the  military 
and  people  (examples  include  Saddam 
Hussein  in  1990-91,  Winston  Churchill 
in  1940-41,  and  Joseph  Stalin  in  World 
War  II). 

Ruling  elites  are  closed  groups  in 
which  real  power  resides  in  their  mem¬ 
bers,  who  are  loosely  described  as  king¬ 
makers,  and  who  direct  policy  and 
wield  control  over  the  military  and 
people  (examples  are  the  Soviet  Polit¬ 
buro  in  the  1970s  and  clerics  in  the 
1979  Iranian  revolution). 

Strong-willed  populations  are  large 
groups  with  common  beliefs  that 
compel  them  to  engage  in  conflict  (ex¬ 
amples  include  the  Palestinians  and 
Israelis  in  their  dispute  over  the 
Occupied  Territories  and  Americans  in 
the  wake  of  the  Japanese  attack  on 
Pearl  Harbor). 

Two  central  elements  common  to 
these  moral  centers  of  gravity  are  the 
will  to  fight  and  the  ability  to  com¬ 
mand  the  necessary  resources. 
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According  to  Clausewitz,  "The 
first,  the  supreme,  the  most  far-reach¬ 
ing  act  of  judgment  that  the  statesman 
and  commander  have  to  make  is  to  es¬ 
tablish  .  .  .  the  kind  of  war  on  which 
they  are  embarking. . . .  This  is  the  first 
of  all  strategic  questions  and  the  most 
comprehensive."  They  must  therefore 
first  appraise  the  moral  and  physical 
character  of  an  enemy  to  include  its 
moral  and  physical  centers  of  gravity. 
There  is  no  alternative,  short  cut,  or 
analytical  model  to  make  up  for  inac¬ 
curate  assessment  of  the  enemy  when 
deciding  on  centers  of  gravity. 

Defeating  a  leader  differs  from 
undermining  popular  will.  In  Afghani¬ 
stan,  for  instance,  planners  could  have 
considered  several  moral  centers  of 
gravity:  Mullah  Omar,  the  Taliban 
elite,  or  large  segments  of  the  Pashtun 
population.  The  right  choice  assumed 
in-depth  knowledge  of  the  Taliban 
and  the  local  situation,  and  a  wrong 
one  would  likely  have  led  to  a  misdi¬ 
rected  campaign. 

By  appealing  to  the  original  con¬ 
cept  of  centers  of  gravity,  one  can  deter¬ 
mine  that  they  are  dynamic,  positive, 


active  agents  (people  in  formations  and 
groups  or  individuals),  obvious  (more 
for  physical  than  moral  centers,  de¬ 
pending  on  the  quality  of  intelligence 
gathered  on  an  enemy),  and  powerful 
and  strike  effective  blows.  Physical  cen¬ 
ters  of  gravity  can  be  visualized  more 
easily  as  armies  or  units,  those  things 
that  resist  an  enemy.  By  contrast,  moral 
centers  of  gravity  are  less  obvious.  Yet  it 
is  essential  to  understand  them  since 
they  are  likely  to  be  more  important  on 
the  strategic  level. 

Clausewitzian  centers  of  gravity 
are  not  characteristics,  capabilities,  or 
locations.  They  are  dynamic  and  pow¬ 
erful  physical  and  moral  agents  of  ac¬ 
tion  or  influence  with  certain  qualities 
and  capabilities  that  derive  their  bene¬ 
fit  from  a  given  location  or  terrain.  Fur¬ 
ther  analysis  is  required  to  clearly  de¬ 
fine  the  relationship  between  centers  of 
gravity  and  critical  vulnerabilities,  thus 
enabling  planners  to  better  focus 
sources  of  power  on  developing  suc¬ 
cessful  strategies  and  campaigns.  This 
process  will  indicate  where  characteris¬ 
tics,  capabilities,  and  locations  properly 
belong  in  the  overall  scheme  of  things 
when  thinking  about  warfighting.  JFQ 
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